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Abstract 
The concept of nature in literary works is not altogether a new phenomenon. It has been 
spotted in the earliest works of literature and has been a concept that poets approach, 
revealing how they perceive nature and what kind of relationship they might share. With 
every scientific discovery, however, an impact on the human mind may reframe the manner 
of perception. The twentieth century has witnessed a drastic increase in scientific studies that 
reveal the impact of humans on the natural environment, which in turn effected the way 
people think about the relationship between human societies and nature. With new 
perceptions of viewing nature, the way people narrate stories and write poetry has been 
changing as well. That is why the manner and aims of how nature has been approached and 
analyzed in poetry has drastically changed in today’s world. One of the most common eras 
that witnessed a wide use of nature is Romantic Age. This presentation shall analyze and 
evaluate Romantic poetry according to the most recent types of literary criticism; 
“ecocriticism” showing thereby if it is possible to categorize the poetic productions during 
this era under the means of “ecopoetry.” 
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1. Nature-Oriented Verse: An Introduction 

Nature, intermingled with words of poetry, has always led to the production of poetic 
pieces with an inspirational framework. It however has a somewhat different interpretation 
from one literary era to another. The Romantics chose their words carefully after being 
influenced by a set of factors that shaped the essence of the Romantic era. Not only had the 
French Revolution been giving a sense of rebellion to take a turn in poetry, but nature became 
an essential aspect through which poets could fully express themselves as it carries the means 
of purity, escapism and a framework of an aesthetic movement that had the aim of higlighting 
the importance of nature in life. The Romantic Age is not the only era that approached nature 
from a rather unfamiliar perspective. The Modern Age and what came to follow had a more 
critical perspective of the concept of nature. With the development of technology and social 
awareness, poets found literature to be an excellent medium to approach humankind with 
the fact of the importance of nature in life and therefore one should consider nature as part 
of life to gain access to a more content life. This type of poetry is called ‘Ecopoetry’ that 
emphasizes, and in a practical way, that nature should not be secondary, otherwise nature 
will react in a negative manner affecting and endangering humanity and the well-being of 
the planet. This study aims to review the concept of nature in both the Romantic Age and 
Modern Age and eventually sets to unveil whether Romantic poetry also takes part in this 
revolutionary stand to save nature and humankind from absolute destruction and whether it 
therefore can be considered as protoecological poetry or not. 


2. The Romantic Age: An Overview 

Most critics agree that the Romantic Age started in 1798 with the publication of 
Lyrical Ballads by William Wordsworth and S.T Coleridge and ended with the death of Sir 
Walter Scott in 1832. It was a reaction to the Age of Reason; a reaction against the 
rationalism of the 18th century, the view of the physical world increasingly dominated by 
science and neoclassicism. Reason was attacked and the Romantics initially sided with the 
French Revolution as it came to break the restrictive patterns of the society. This led to the 
local rediscovery of some cultures and the flowering of some new forms of literature. 


79 


The Sixth International Conference on Languages, Linguistics, Translation and Literature 
(WWW.LLLD.IR), 9-10 October 2021, Ahwaz, Book of Articles, Volume Two 





“Romantic” is a term that gradually developed to include the fictional, imaginative and even 
the bizarre (Benin 1-3). A deepened appreciation of the beauties of nature. A general 
exaltation of emotion over reason, senses over intellect. The importance of the self and one's 
personality and what it includes of moods and mental potentialities. A focus on personal 
struggles and passion. An emphasis on imagination to reach spiritual truth. An interest in 
folk culture and national and ethnic cultural origins and the medieval. An interest in 
individual heroism. An interest in the exotic, the mysterious and the remote and sometimes 
even satanic. (Encyclopedia Britannica). Romanticism may then briefly be defined as “a 
literary, artistic, and philosophical movement originating in the 18" century, characterized 
chiefly by a reaction against neoclassicism and an emphasis on the imagination and 
emotions...” (Merriam-Webster). 


3. Ecopoetry and Ecocriticism 

Ecopoetry is a modern term that has not yet established a clear definition. It has 
emerged somewhere near the discovery and scientific studies of global warming around the 
turn of the new millennium. Global warming “is the unusually rapid increase in Earth’s 
average surface temperature over the past century primarily due to the greenhouse gases 
released by people burning fossil fuels.” (Riebeek) Despite its modernity in terms of 
meaning and usage, some of the most common definitions may clarify a set of commonalities 
and reveal some circling ideas about what ecopoetry may include: 

a- Ecopoetry (green poetry) includes “those recent nature poems which engage directly 
with environmental issues” (Gifford 3). 

b- Ecopoetry is that kind of "poetry that persistently stresses human cooperation with 
nature conceived as a dynamic, interrelated series of cyclic feedback systems" 
(Scigaj 37). This definition then disagrees with the idea that Ecopoetry is similar to 
environmental poetry as it lacks the ecopoet's concentration on nature as an 
interrelated series of cyclic feedback systems. 

c- Murphy (2) defines "American nature-oriented literature" as a category of poetry 
“which advocates political and ethical values.” 

d- Ecopoetry is referred by some as “cli-fi” which “has been coined to identify this new 
body of work that centrally addresses the issue of climate change and its associated 
environmental consequences" (Rowland Hughes and Pat Wheeler 2). 

Ecopoets “want the poem to challenge and reconfigure the reader’s perceptions so to put the 
book down and live life more fully in all possible dimensions of the moment of firsthand 
experience within nature’s supportive second skin and to become more responsible about 
the necessary second skin.” (Scigaj, 41) With this it can be concluded that ecopoetry are 
those poems that aim at reinstalling the relation between nature and human societies in a 
healthier way by raising awareness about the ongoing environmental issues such as global 
warming and climate change, stressing the necessity of the need to take urgent action. 
Ecocriticism on the other hand refers to “the study of literature and the environment, 
developed in response to growing recognition and awareness of environmental crises in 
many parts of the world in the decades after the Second World War, beginning with a focus 
on American and English literary traditions” (Lidström 2). It examines how narratives and 
other forms of cultural representations influence and are affected by environmental concerns 
and crises. It was first introduced as a new academic field in the 1990s, when Jonathan Bate 
published Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (1991). 
Associations like the Association for the Study of Literature and the Environment (ASLE) 
and their journal Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment was published. 
This is the official starting point were critical studies were launched and spread around the 
globe. From that day on, many literary productions and studies were published, among which 
Lawrence Buell’s The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing, and the 
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Formation of American Culture has been marked as the founding text of ecocriticism 
(Lidström 3). In this book, Buell recognizes that as ecocriticism may be considered as a new 
field of study, however, it stresses that nature has always been a factor in literary studies. 


4. Ecopoetry: General Characteristics 

A set of characteristics may be followed to evaluate poetry in the means of ecopoetry: 
a- The presence of the nonhuman as more than mere backdrop. 
b- The expansion of human interest beyond humanity. 
c- A sense of human accountability to the environment and of the environment as a 
process rather than a constant or given (Lawrence Buell 665). 
d- An ecological and biocentric perspective recognizing the interdependent nature of he 
world. 
e- Deep humility with regard to our relationships with human and nonhuman nature and 


skeptism towards hyperrationality intense, a skeptism that usually leads to condemnation of 
an overtecnologized modern world and a warning concerning the very real potential for 
ecological catastrophe J. Scott Bryson (2). 

An extraordinary poem that clearly addresses climate change and the responsibility 
of such a phenomenon is because of human’s ignorance. This is all reflected in Earth’s 
weather. It is a fact that the weather cannot be tamed nor controlled as may be the tone of 
this poem. Atwood stresses the idea that nature cannot retain its previous form any longer as 
it went down into a level of destruction. Atwood shows that all humankind is responsible 
and all will receive the anger of nature once its rage is released, regardless of people’s 
innocence or guilt. That is why Atwood uses the collective pronoun “we”. She explains that 
human in past times reflected their care and importance of nature. However, modern times 
appears to be all about power, control and people appear to be over confident thinking nature 
will not overpower them. However, Atwood reveals that: 

the weather crept up behind us / like a snake or thug or panther / and then cut 
loose.” (10-12). 
According to the characteristics mentioned earlier, it is considered as an ecopoem since there 
is: 

a- The presence of the nonhuman as more than mere backdrop: Atwood stresses the 
idea that the nonhuman eg. weather, birds, and all the other elements are essential 
rather than a backdrop. They are things humans should appreciate. 

b- The expansion of human interest beyond humanity: There is much more to this world 
than humans and their selfish desires. exploring nature and giving it care should also 
be within people’s interest, for otherwise nature will [creep] behind us / like a snake 
or thug or panther. 

c- A sense of human accountability to the environment and of the environment as a 
process rather than a constant or given (Lawrence Buell 665): Atwood stresses this 
idea in the lines : 

We used to watch the birds; 

now we watch the weather. 

White clouds, downy as pillows, 

grey ones like giant thumbs, 

dark ones, fat with doom. 

Once, we didn’t bother. 

We had umbrellas, and rooms. (“The Weather,” 1-7) 


We should be held accountable for climate change and present solutions rather than showing 
off ignorance and continue our pressures on mother nature. 
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d- An ecological and biocentric perspective recognizing the interdependent nature of 
the world: Atwood has shown how nature and its reaction is affected by human’s 
actions: 

But while we were looking elsewhere, 

at wars or other diversions, 

the weather crept up behind us 

like a snake or thug or panther (“The Weather,” 8-11) 


The poet clearly reveals how attention should be payed to the weather and nature in 
general. Once ignored, it can destroy and violate the self-created world of the humans 
that has casted nature out of its existence. 

e- Deep humility with regard to our relationships with human and nonhuman nature and 
skeptism towards hyperrationality intense, a skeptism that usually leads to 
condemnation of an overtecnologized modern world and a warning concerning the 
very real potential for ecological catastrophe: She also stresses the importance of 
being modest. Just as humans deserve a change to live a normal natural live, they 
should also be humble enough to allow other nonhuman have their normal course of 
life on Earth. Our continuous ignorance and interest in scientific advancement leads 
definitely to catastrophes. Atwood asks therefore her rhetorical question saying: “Is 
it our fault? / Did we cause this wreckage by breathing? (“The Weather,” 26-27). It is 
indeed humans fault, that Planet Earth is collapsing. 


5- Ecopoetic Critical Review of Romantic Poetry 

With the rise of ecopoetry, many Romantic scholars started to reconsider Romantics’ 
love for nature. Critics like Jonathan Bates, argue that Romantic poetry is the first step 
towards protoecological literature. New historicist scholars, like Jerome McGann in his 
book The Romantic Ideology (1983) however argue that the Romantics idealized nature in 
order to reveal a mode of displacement of the political failures of the French Revolution. 
Alan Liu (1989, 104) goes as far as pointing out that there is no nature except that “which is 
constituted by acts of political definition made possible by particular forms of 
governments.” However it is dangerous to limit the view of nature to certain human cognitive 
processes as they are part of nature as well. So disentangling nature from society is not 
actually possible. It is also not completely far away from politics as expressing love for 
nature is mainly like a resistance towards industrialization, capitalism, and conservative 
ideology. Wordsworth said “love of nature [leads] to a love of mankind”. This might have a 
political implication, but it is not limited to politics. So no line should be drawn between 
nature and the human society. It is such a line that created the crisis of climate change and 
all the other natural problems. Romanticism is a start towards the construction of ecopoetry. It is 
a fertile ground that intellectually shows the relationship between human consciousness and nature. 
Ecologists divide environmental ethics generally into shallow ecology and deep ecology. 
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Shallow Ecology: the traditional understanding of how nature is perceived to be a secondary 
environment that provides health and affluence to civilized nations. 


Deep Ecology: the modern understanding of how nature in all its aspects should be 
protected. It was first popularized by Arne Naess who specified the fact that every natural 
element plays a distinctive role within the interrelated relations that life consists of 
(Hunnington 3). Deep ecology, as suggested by Naess, is then a theory that suggest the 
existence of the ecological self as part of the human consciousness that is mostly ignored in 
modern societies. The relationship between the self and the environment of childhood and 
nature including the non-humans. Only with the activation of this type of self-realization, is 
man able to expand and prosper. If human’s relation with the biosphere is a healthy one, 
people will not be in need to limit their behavior according to moral standards as all is 
natural. This theory became very popular when approaching Romantic poetry as many 
similar ideologies may be traced (Hunnington 4). 


The Romantic poet, William Wordsworth, for instance expresses having a “blessed 
mood” that has the capability to understand the life of things. In his poem, “A Slumber did 
my Spirit Seal” such a notification can be made when he says: Rolled round in earth's diurnal 
course, /With rocks, and stones, and trees.” In his poem, "Lines Left Upon a Seat in a Yew 
Tree,“ he also calls people not to be selfish, otherwise they will not taste the truth of nature: 
“The man, whose eye / Is ever on himself, doth look on one, /The least of nature's works, 
...” (52-54). 

S.T. Coleridge also acknowledges the importance of nature and the ecological self, 
for instance in his poem “This Lime-Tree Bower my Prison” saying: 

... “Henceforth I shall know 

That Nature ne'er deserts the wise and pure; 
No plot so narrow, be but Nature there, 

No waste so vacant, but may well employ 
Each faculty of sense, and keep the heart 
Awake to Love and Beauty! ... (61-66) 


He reveals then that nature is an essential source for human beings and paralyzes the theory 
of deep ecology. 

The Romantic poet, Percy Bysshe Shelley, steps into a much deeper perspective with 
the exclamation that nature is both resplendent and deadly; a dynamic force that cannot be 
tamed by man. While appreciating nature's aesthetic majesty, Shelley warns man not to 
equate beauty with tranquility: 

Thus thou, Ravine of Arve—dark, deep Ravine— 

Thou many-colour'd, many-voiced vale, 

Over whose pines, and crags, and caverns sail 

Fast cloud-shadows and sunbeams: awful scene, 

Where Power in likeness of the Arve comes down 

From the ice-gulfs that gird his secret throne, 

Bursting through these dark mountains like the flame (“Mont Blanc” 12- 
18) 


Wordsworth is also seen, in his poem “Tintern Abbey,” to be expressing the healing powers 
of Nature as it restores his spirit: 

In hours of weariness, sensations sweet, 

Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart; 

And passing even into my purer mind 
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With tranquil restoration:—feelings too 
Of unremembered pleasure: ...(“Tintern Abbey,” 28-32) 


Concluding from this point then, Romantic poetry is considered as protoecological in nature 
and therefore Romantic poets may be considered as ecopoets although they are not aware of 
such a concept at all. 





6. Conclusion 

According to what has been presented, Romantic poetry cannot be neglected in the 
studies of Ecocriticism. It is a protoecological form of literature that has helped pave the way 
towards the ecopoetry that is known today. As far as the Romantics have stressed the 
importance of nature and that we are in fact part of nature, rather than living in separate 
worlds, ecopoetry stresses then our complete responsibility of what nature beholds of beauty 
and of crisis. That Romantic poetry has an ecological stand and they have stepped within the 
lights of being proto-ecopoets, despite being unaware, has been proven in this study. 
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